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Code of Public Ethics and Accountability 

a, the new Code of Public Ethics and Accountability introduces a radically different 
 the regulation of gifts, travel, meals, and entertainment for public officials and 
 Under current law, the general rule is that ALL gifts, travel, meals, and entertainment 
fficials and employees are permissible so long as the purpose of such gift is not to 
 official action by the public official/employee.  Further, Alabama’s weak current law 
s reporting of expenditures over $250 per day.  Under the new Code of Public Ethics 
tability, the general rule is that NO gift may be accepted unless it falls within one of the 
ons that are customary across most states (and the federal government) with strong 
 Further, the new code will require lobbyists and principals to report ALL expenditures 
ublic official/employee, including any meals and hospitality. 

 RULES 

:  Everything goes except bribery. 
 on gifts is almost totally permissive.  It allows gifts, travel, meals, and entertainment of 
lue1 from any person, including lobbyists, contractors, and others seeking official 
 action, unless given "for the purpose of influencing official action." 

ode:  Nothing goes unless expressly allowed. 
 allowing everything unless prohibited, the new code prohibits gifts, travel, meals, and 
nt provided by others unless expressly and specifically allowed under one of a handful 
d categories. 

al Rule   
ifically authorized in the Code, public officials and public employees may not solicit or 
thing of value" that is: 

n for the purpose of influencing official action; 
n because of the person's official position; or 
n for any reason from a "restricted source" (a lobbyist registered to lobby the public 
ial/employee's agency and the lobbyist's principal or any other person with an interest in 

                              
mmission has taken the position that gifts to public officials/employees are limited to seasonal gifts valued at $100 or 
hat such gifts are excluded from the definition of "thing of value" and are therefore permissible.  But the letter of the 
n gifts over $100, unless given for the purpose of influencing official action.  Therefore, a court may conclude that a 
mployee may accept seasonal gifts under $100 and any gifts over $100, as long as they are not given for the purpose 
fficial action. 



official action by the public official/employee or his/her agency, including contractors, 
vendors, and regulated businesses). 

 
Authorized Gifts 
A thing of value is permissible only if it clearly fits within one of the following customary 
authorized categories and is not given for the purpose of influencing official action.  Every thing of 
value2 must be fully disclosed on a lobbyist's or principal's quarterly report.  The authorized gifts 
are: 

o Anything under $25 (but capped at $100/year from any one person). 

o Anything, regardless of value, from a family member, and anything from a personal friend 
who is not also a "restricted source" 

o Actual and necessary transportation and lodging, and incidental hospitality in connection 
with a specifically authorized function (see "Travel" section below) 

 

NEW TRAVEL RULES 

Current law expressly allows public officials/employees to accept unlimited hospitality, meals, 
entertainment (including tickets to social or sporting events) transportation and lodging in 
connection with a purely social occasion.  The New Code does away with this. 

Current law only requires reporting of expenditures over $250 per day.  The New Code will require 
lobbyists and principals to report ALL travel expenditures paid for a public official/employee, 
including any meals and hospitality. 

Under the New Code, public officials/employees may only accept the provision of transportation 
and lodging in connection with the following authorized functions: 

o A national, regional, or state convention or conference of any organization to which the 
public official's/employee's government pays membership dues (Ex. National Governors’ 
Association, National Conference of State Legislatures). 

o Educational Function, strictly defined as a meeting, event, or activity that meets all of the 
following criteria: 

 The function is organized around a formal program or agenda of educational or 
informational sessions or speeches concerning matters within the scope of the 
participants' official duties or other matters of public policy, economic 
development or trade, ethics, government services or programs, or government 
operations. 

                                                 
2 Some items are excluded from the definition, so they are not required to be reported.  These exclusions include (1) greeting cards 
and other items with little intrinsic value which are intended solely for presentation, such as plaques, certificates, and trophies; (2) 
campaign contributions reported under the FCPA; (3) Loans, commercial discounts, and similar benefits available to the general 
public. 



 The function is held within the State of Alabama, or if the function is 
predominantly attended by participants from other states, the function is held 
within the continental United States. 

 Taking into account the totality of the program or agenda, the function could 
not reasonably be perceived as a purely social or sporting event. 

o Economic Development Mission.  Any function reasonably and directly related to the 
advancement of a specific, concrete, and good-faith economic development or trade 
promotion objective.  (This is a much stricter standard to qualify as an economic 
development mission than the current code.) 

o Official Speaking Engagements.  Any function at which the public official or public 
employee is scheduled to meaningfully participate in his or her official capacity either in 
the exercise of official duties or in the interest of the  public official or public 
employee's agency. A public official or public employee meaningfully participates if the 
public official or public employee delivers a speech, participates in a debate, panel 
discussion, or similar forum, or presents an award or other recognition. 

o Political Campaign Events.  For active participation in political management or in political 
campaigns where transportation, lodging, meals, or entertainment is provided by a political 
party, a party caucus, or a campaign (ex. Republican/Democrat National Convention, 
Annual Party Dinner, etc.) 

Hospitality in the form of food and beverages and entertainment incidental to one of the above 
authorized functions may be accepted only if: 

o The provider is the sponsor of the function. 

o All participants are entitled to the same hospitality, and  

o The hospitality accounts for less than 50 percent of the duration of the function.  

o Permissible hospitality does not include gambling as defined by Section 13A-12-20(4) or 
any other activity that would be illegal if conducted within the State of Alabama. 

o Permissible hospitality does not include entertainment collateral to (as opposed to 
incidental to) the function.  (Example:  Musical entertainment during an evening reception at 
a national conference would be acceptable, but tickets to an NFL game during the 
conference would not be). 

Functions Pre-Authorized by the Ethics Commission.  The New Code creates a system whereby 
a public official or employee, or the sponsor of an event, may submit the event to the Ethics 
Commission for pre-authorization.  If the Ethics Director issues a determination that the event is an 
authorized function under the definitions above, then public officials/employees will be protected 
for accepting associated transportation, lodging, meals, etc. in connection with the event. 

Effective Date 

• This bill will be effective January 1, 2011. 


















































































